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C R O S S - C O U N T R Y  SKI RACING BEGINS IN M I S S O U L A
wiltse/pp
MISSOULA--
Cr o s s - c o u n t r y  ski racing has experienced a tremendous boom in the last few years. 
Along with the increase in recreational Nordic skiing, people are also turning to 
competition in local citizen races, high school and u n i v e r s i t y  programs, and Nordic ski 
clubs.
According to U n i v e r s i t y  of M o n t a n a  ski coach Bob Leach, the television coverage 
given the 1976 Winter Olympics was the m a j o r  factor in this surge of popularity. He 
points out that the largest citizen race in the U.S., the 55 kilo m e t e r  Birkebiner 
Marat h o n  in Wisconsin, had on l y  200 ent r a n t s  at its inception in 1974. This year 
more than 3,000 skiers competed.
Leach believes the M i s s o u l a  area has tremendous potential for deve l o p i n g  a Nordic 
racing system. "Lubrecht Experimental Forest, which is owned b y  the University, offers 
ideal terrain for c r o s s -country races," he says.
The 30,000 acre forest's rolling hills, open m e a d o w s  and net w o r k  of trails make 
for a v a r i e d  and demanding course. The UM ski team holds its practice sessions at 
Lubrecht Forest.
Coach Leach, a nine-year racing v e t e r a n ^ b e l i e v e s  that a citizen's race program in 
Mi s s o u l a  would help all skiers and also develop young skiers into national calibre 
r a c e r s .
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"Most c r o s s - country skiers d o n ’t take lessons which hampers their gr o w t h , "
Leach explains. "In a racing program, they would be exposed to high q u a l i t y  skiers.
By watching and talking to these racers, the average person could learn and progress 
con s t a n t l y . "
A  prepared track is indispensible to Nordic competition. "A good track m a k e s  skiing 
easier and m o r e  enjoyable," Leach says. However, maintaining a track r e q u i r e s  a 
snowmobile and time. Organizing a race takes d e dicated peo p l e  w i t h  time. Leach wants 
to form a Nordic ski club in M i s s o u l a  to take care of these responsibilities.
Nordic racing d o e s n’t n e c e s s a r i l y  r e quire specialized training or equipment. Most 
entrants in citizen's races are there for the exercise and fun. T h e y  often use 
regular light-touring equipment and don't get involved in the complex, scientific m e t h o d  
of waxing that Olympic racers use.
However, when a skier becomes m o r e  proficient, he m a y  want to use m o r e  refined 
racing equipment. The advent of fiberglass skis is the m a i n  technological advance 
in cross - c o u n t r y  racing. These skis are skinnier and lighter in weight. Poles, boots 
and bindings are also built for min i m u m  weight and max i m u m  performance.
The first M i s s o u l a  citizen's race this winter was held Jan. 29. Leach said he 
was impressed with the enthusiastic turn-out and p lans to organize another race at 
Lubrecht Forest before spring thaw.
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